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Synopsis 
 
Prefabricated chunks are fixed or semi-fixed formulaic frames between traditional 
grammar and lexical items. These chunks can be stored and easily retrieved as a 
whole from human memory without being subject to generation or analysis by the 
language grammar. 
 
Psycholinguistic studies have found that people retain in the memory many 
prefabricated chunks. Prefabricated chunk construction is an effective way in 
studying second language. Therefore, researches on second language prefabricated 
chunks have caused widespread concern in recent years. Researchers mainly focused 
their attention on the nature and classification as well as the cognitive psychological 
process (Zhang Yuying, 2007:120). Domestic scholars have also begun to pay more 
attention to prefabricated chunks study.  
 
In order to have a clear picture of the relationship between the acquisition of 
prefabricated chunks and the writing proficiency, the author has carried out an 
empirical research investigating the non-English majors’ use of prefabricated chunks 
in writing as well as the using awareness, attitude and strategies.  
 
The subjects of the study are 270 students in Tan Kahkee College, Xiamen 
University. The specific questions to be solved in this study include: a) what is the 
Chinese students’ attitude towards prefabricated chunks and to what extent do their 
attitudes demonstrate the ability to take control of their learning? b) what is the 
relationship between the use of prefabricated chunks and their second language 
proficiency? c) to what extent can beliefs about the use of prefabricated chunks and 
the real use of strategies in chunks explain students’ achievements? 
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mid-term writing paper and the questionnaires, the author finds out that prefabricated 
chunks have a direct impact on second language writing proficiency. The wide range 
of existence and use of prefabricated chunks play an irreplaceable function in second 
language acquisition.  
 
The questionnaire analysis shows that the learners believe learning of prefabricated 
chunks is useful for vocabulary accumulation, so their attitudes towards 
prefabricated chunks are positive. The correlation analysis shows that the 
meta-cognitive and cognitive strategies are correlated with the students’ beliefs about 
the use of prefabricated chunks and that their real use of strategies interact with the 
attitudes. The correlation analysis，independent samples test and multiple regression 
analysis show that the more prefabricated chunks learners use in the writing, the 
higher level of writing proficiency the learners achieve.  
 
On the basis of the above analyses, the author puts forward some suggestions for 
further research, stressing the importance of prefabricated chunks in English learning 
and teaching.  
 
 
Keywords:  prefabricated chunks; English writing; writing proficiency;  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
1.1 Background of the Research 
During the past two decades, in Applied Linguistics research there has been a shift 
from focusing on the language teaching to the language learning.  
 
Scholars have been investigating all the possible learner factors such as learners’ 
psychology, cognitive and social characters that may influence foreign language 
learning. Among all these modern researches, the study of prefabricated chunks has 
aroused the interest of many scholars and foreign language teachers and has become 
an important research field of EFL theories. Ever since its birth, prefabricated chunk 
has become a prominent topic and has taken on a growing importance in the field of 
education. 
 
Prefabricated chunk refers to a special multi-lexical phenomenon, the fixed or 
semi-fixed formulaic frames between traditional grammar and lexical items. People 
gradually realize that it plays an important role in foreign language learning and 
teaching.  
 
In China, teaching and learning English as a foreign language (EFL) has always been 
a significant aspect in the educational field. However, researchers are still on the way 
to explore effective ways to improve learners’ proficiency. Non-English majors 
usually have English course of four to six periods every week, but the input in class 
is far from enough for foreign language learners. Can the systematical introduction 
and reinforcement of prefabricated chunks teaching and learning become one of the 
effective ways to improve learners’ proficiency? With this question in mind, the 
present author carries out a study on prefabricated chunks. 
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non-English majors to prefabricated chunks; (b) to examine the relationship between 
these sophomore students’ beliefs about the use of prefabricated chunks and their 
real use of strategies; (c) to find out the extent to which writing proficiency and the 
use of prefabricated chunks correlate. 
 
1.2 Significance of the Research 
The significance of the research can be summed up in the following aspects: 
Firstly, the research will shed some light on the second language learner’ writing. It 
is an attempt to verify the viewpoint or theories about prefabricated chunks and 
writing proficiency. It will help the learners to form a deeper understanding of the 
role played by prefabricated chunks in the process of writing. 
Secondly, some of the research findings can be directly applied to second language 
learning and teaching, especially for writing. It can provide language instructors with 
a more objective and better understanding of the students’ use of prefabricated 
chunks, so the teachers can better identify the students’ weakness and find the best 
way to assist students in avoiding the possible problems. The investigation into the 
relationship between students’ beliefs and strategies of prefabricated chunks and 
their test scores can help the teachers and students know what attitudes and strategies 
contribute to their achievement in writing. 
 
Thirdly, the research also provides some suggestions for further research in different 
fields such as lexicography, and corpus linguistics. 
1.3 Organization of the Thesis 
The thesis consists of four chapters. Chapter One makes a brief introduction about 
the aims of this dissertation, the significance of prefabricated chunks research, and 
the general organization of this thesis. Chapter Two is about the brief literature 
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prefabricated chunks and current theoretical findings. In Chapter Three, the 
empirical study is reported, which includes the analyses of objectives, subjects, 
instruments, and procedures. Data from the questionnaire and the writing test are 
analyzed and discussed according to three hypotheses and one question. The three 
hypotheses are: a) The Chinese non-English majors’ attitudes towards prefabricated 
chunks are positive; b) Beliefs about the use of prefabricated chunks and the real use 
of chunks learning strategies are positively correlated; c) The use of prefabricated 
chunks strategies and English writing proficiency are positively correlated. The 
question is: to what extent can beliefs about the use of prefabricated chunks and the 
real use of chunks learning strategies explain students’ achievements? The last part is 
Chapter Four for conclusion. In the conclusion, the author summarizes the whole 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 
2.1 Definition of Prefabricated Chunks 
The notion of prefabricated chunks was first raised by Becker in the 1970s who 
pointed out that the understanding of the whole language should be based on the 
understanding of the phrase. In his mind, the memory, storage, output and usage of a 
language do not only rely on its separate words, but on those idiosyncratic chunks 
which are the smallest unit of human language communication (Becker, 1975). 
 
With the development of chunk theory, different definitions of prefabricated chunks 
were raised according to different research aims and scopes. Generally speaking, it 
refers to a special multi-lexical phenomenon, the fixed or semi-fixed formulaic 
frames between traditional grammar and lexical items. In other words, prefabricated 
chunks are lexical phrases/language chunks. The learners can distill and use these 
fixed lexical phrases to express their ideas in speech or writing frequently. For 
example, the noun “hand” can be used in the lexical phrase “give me a hand”, from 
which people can get the clear idea that it means “help”. So here “give me a hand” 
can be regarded as a prefabricated chunk which can be picked and modified anytime 
from the memory to create language with right grammar form.  
 
Wray defines prefabricated chunks as “a sequence, continuous or discontinuous, of 
words or other meaning elements, which is ,or appears to be, prefabricated: that is, 
stored and retrieved whole from memory at the time of use, rather than being subject 
to generation or analysis by the language grammar” (Wray, 2002: 131). He considers 
that possibly as much as 70% of our adult native language may be formulaic. 
According to the statistic data from Altenberg (1998:104), 80% of a language used 
by its native adult speakers is formulaic which proves that they actually master tens 
of thousands of prefabricated chunks. The prefabricated chunks are used and stored 
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to a great extent determines one’s ability to get along in a language.  
 
Skehan (1998) points out that second-language learners develop their interlanguage 
through two approaches: rule-based learning and exemplar-based learning, the latter 
being the construction of prefabricated chunks. In his opinion, language is a 
relatively open system based on memory of formula (prefabricated chunks) and it is 
also an analyzable and relatively close system based on grammar. “Prefabricated 
chunks virtually are some routine language structures with features of vocabulary 
and grammar which usually composed by some pre-assembled words with specific 
discourse function” (Skehan, 1998: 53). Containing vocabulary and grammar 
features of collocation and colligation, prefabricated chunks can be learned, 
memorized, and used as convention of language.     
 
Nattinger and DeCarrico propose that lexical phrases are “chunks of language of 
varying length” (Nattinger&DeCarrico, 1992:1), like “as it were”, “on the other 
hand”, “by and large”, and so on. In their opinion, each chunk is associated with a 
particular discourse function and exists as conventionalized form/function between 
the traditional poles of lexicon and syntax. It has more idiomatically determined 
meaning and occurred more frequently. 
 
Researches of psychology discover that many prefabricated language units which are 
composed of several items containing more information rather than a single word are 
kept in human memory. These units are prefabricated chunks. They are stored not 
only as individual morphemes, but also as parts of phrases, or as longer memorized 
chunks of speech, and that they are often retrieved from memory in these 
pre-assembled chunks (Bolinger, 1975: 59). There is also a great deal of 
prefabricated language used in the learners’ oral communication or certain 
predictable social contexts. The usage of lexical phrases helps us speak with fluency 
(Nattinger & DeCarrico, 1992:31). The prefabricated chunks are stored according to 
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